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Most of what we know about how alcohol
impacts the brain comes from MRI studies of
healthy youth, laboratory animals exposed to

alcohol, and clinical research with adults. Alcohol
(ethanol) is a drug affecting the tissues of the central
nervous system. Its behavioral effects are a result of its
action in the brain, and not on the muscles or senses
themselves. Alcohol is a depressant, and depending on
how much one drinks, can be a mild tranquilizer or a
general anesthetic. Alcohol can seem to be a stimulant
because it holds back the part of the brain responsible for
social controls. As more alcohol is consumed, a number of
brain functions are stifled, producing slurred speech,
unsteady gait, blurred vision, impaired judgment, and
slowed reflexes.

The choice to drink alcohol is influenced by biology,
individual characteristics, and social environment. As
adolescents gain independence and shape an identity
during this developmental period, taking risks can be
appealing. This combination of circumstances makes
them vulnerable to the addictive action of alcohol.1

Alcohol affects the nervous system by stimulating the
production of dopamine, a brain chemical that reinforces
and motivates behavior, and it is abundant and active in
the teen years. Rapid changes in dopamine levels may be
one of the key factors in teen vulnerability to alcohol
addiction.2  Because the brain responds to prolonged or
repeated alcohol consumption by adapting to its pres-
ence, teens can rapidly move from liking, to wanting, to
needing alcohol.3

Alcohol may affect adolescent brains differently than
adults’.4 Research points to a faster reward pathway.
Teens have less intense outward physical responses to
alcohol; they don’t become as uncoordinated or sleepy as
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THINK ABOUT:
• Different individuals and different ethnic

populations may have inherited characteristics
that would yield a four-fold difference in the
ability to chemically process alcohol.5

• Level of perceived stress was found to be the
most powerful predictor of adolescent alcohol
and other drug use, after peer substance use.6

• Adolescents pay more attention to consequences
such as losing a driver’s license.

ACTION STEPS:
• Provide clear and accurate information about alcohol

at the earliest opportunity.
• Discuss alcohol advertising and the use of alcohol in

movies, television, and books.
• Capitalize on teachable moments to communicate

your values regarding social events your adolescents
may be attending such as proms and graduation
parties.

REMEMBER:
Alcohol use during the teen years may
damage memory, learning capabilities,
decision making, and reasoning.

adults do. This increases their likelihood of drinking more
heavily and more often. Short-term or moderate drinking
by teens impairs learning and memory far more than in
adults. Other findings indicate even occasional heavy
drinking injures young brains.


